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The Labor Market in Early 1956
TOTAL EMPLOYMENT AND EARNINGS have
continued at about the record levels reached
in late 1955. Relative stability in the labor
market in recent months has reflected a
leveling off in aggregate output, with some
activities expanding further and others con-
tracting, following a period of general and
rapid expansion. In March civilian employ-
ment—including nonfarm, farm, and self-
employed workers—was about 2.5 million
larger than a year earlier.
In manufacturing, employment and the
length of the workweek in March, season-
ally adjusted, were moderately below the
levels reached in late 1955. Most of the
reduction in employment reflects curtailed
operations in the automobile and related
industries, in which a leveling-out tendency
was evident in March and early April.
Changes in employment in other manufac-
turing industries were small and roughly
offsetting. Reductions in the workweek
were widespread among industries.
Service, finance, and State and local gov-
ernment activities have continued to be an
expansive force in the labor market, as in
most of the postwar period. In these lines
employment in March was at record levels.
In other nonmanufacturing activities, em-
ployment on the whole has been stable this
year.
Wage rates have continued to increase
this year. Weekly earnings in manufactur-
ing in March were 5 per cent larger than
a year earlier but were little changed from
November because of reductions in over-










NOTE.—Bureau of Labor Statistics data adjusted for seasonal
variation. Latest figures are for March 1956 (preliminary).
minimum wage on March 1 was a major
factor in a rise in average hourly earnings
to a new high of $1.95 in that month.
Currently the labor market is fairly well
balanced in most areas, despite reduced
employment in the automobile and some
other industries, and the number of areas
with substantial surpluses of labor is smaller
than a year ago. The labor force showed
an exceptional rise in 1955, and in March
was 2 million larger than a year earlier.
The number unemployed was 350,000 fewer
than in March 1955 and, at 2.8 million,
was 4 per cent of the labor force.
Increases in productivity in recent years
have resulted in sizable advances in real
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wages. Unemployment has continued at
low levels as activities with expanding job
opportunities have absorbed a growing and
more productive labor force. While total
employment in nonfarm activities is cur-
rently near its record level, the number of
workers in the manufacturing, mining, and
railroad industries is well below the mid-
1953 levels. In manufacturing, where the
volume of production is larger than three
years ago, the Bureau of Labor Statistics
estimates that output per manhour increased
5 per cent in both 1954 and 1955, a higher
rate than the long-term average. Scattered
evidence suggests continuation of a high rate
of productivity gain thus far in 1956.
WAGES
Negotiation of wage rate increases and addi-
tional fringe benefits has continued in 1956,
along the lines of agreements made after
mid-1955. Also, effective March 1, the
minimum hourly wage for workers covered
by the Fair Labor Standards Act was raised
from $.75 to $1.00. According to Depart-
ment of Labor estimates, 2 million workers
received wage increases of varying amounts.
Particularly affected were workers in impor-
tant industries in the South, including lum-
ber, textiles, apparel, and tobacco products.
For all workers, wage and salary pay-
ments in the first quarter of 1956 were at
a record annual rate of $216 billion, 8 per
cent higher than a year earlier. With em-
ployment leveling off and the workweek in
manufacturing reduced, the first quarter
1956 rate was only slightly above the pre-
ceding quarter.
Recent developments. Collective bargain-
ing last year reflected the strongly expansive
economic situation. Agreements were gen-
erally reached in an atmosphere of com-
promise. A majority of wage agreements
provided increases of more than 7 cents an
hour and almost a fourth had 10 to 15 cents.
Major innovations in collective bargaining
were the adoption in some industries of
supplementary unemployment compensation
payments, and the acquisition by workers of
vested rights in private pension plans, per-
mitting workers to retain rights to benefits
if they leave a company before retirement
age. Also, an increasing number of long-
term contracts were negotiated providing for
specified annual increases in wages.
Average hourly earnings in manufactur-
ing, at $1.95 in March, were 5 per cent
higher than a year earlier. This advance
compares with a rise of 3 per cent in the
preceding twelve months. Increases in wage
rates were relatively modest in early 1955,
but earnings rose sharply because of in-
creased employment and a lengthening of
the workweek.
After mid-1955, settlements in major in-
dustries, following renegotiation of the auto-
mobile and steel contracts, resulted in sub-
stantial wage rate increases and expanded
welfare programs. In manufacturing, aver-
age hourly earnings advanced rapidly from
June to November, particularly in durable
goods industries, changed little from No-
vember to February, and then rose in March
when the higher minimum wage became
effective. The March increase tended to
bring the relative gains over the year in
nondurable goods industries as a whole
closely in line with increases in the durables.
Average weekly earnings in manufactur-
ing industries, at $78.60 in March, were
slightly below the peak level reached at the
end of 1955, but almost 5 per cent higher
than a year earlier. Changes over the year
in weekly earnings, reflecting diverse devel-
opments in the workweek, were more varied
than those in hourly earnings. The largest
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increases occurred in the petroleum refining
industry, 12 per cent, and in primary metals
and nonelectrical machinery, 9 per cent. In
the automobile industry, where overtime
had been very general, weekly earnings
declined 6 per cent over the year.
Wage advances in nonmanufacturing ac-
tivities were also widespread in 1955. In-
creases in hourly earnings were large in
the railroad, trucking, and bituminous coal
industries. A further increase in the bitu-
minous coal industry went into effect on
April 1, as provided in last year's contract.
Federal workers received an increase of 7.5
per cent last year. In contract construction
the increase of 3 per cent in average hourly
earnings was somewhat smaller than in most
recent years. Service industries such as
hotels, laundries, and cleaning and dyeing
establishments showed only nominal gains.
Farm wage rates showed little rise.
Longer run trends. A sustained rise from
year to year in earnings of workers has
characterized the postwar period. Average
hourly earnings in manufacturing have oc-
casionally leveled off—most notably in 1949
and from late 1953 to late 1954—but the
few declines that have occurred have been
small and of short duration.
Over the past five years, hourly and
weekly earnings in manufacturing have in-
creased 25 per cent. The advance over the
past year approximates the average annual
increase for this period, as may be seen
from the chart. The rise in wages has
occurred in a framework of growing pro-
ductivity, vigorous business and consumer
demands, rising employment, and general
confidence in the future.
Increases in dollar earnings since 1951
have represented almost equivalent gains in
real earnings as average consumer prices
have been relatively stable. Consumer prices









NOTE.—Bureau of Labor Statistics data.
in March 1956 were 3 per cent higher than
five years earlier. Retail food prices were
lower than a few years ago while average
consumer prices of other goods and services
were somewhat higher. Average industrial
prices also showed relatively small changes
from mid-1951 to the spring of 1955, in
contrast with sharp advances in the years
immediately following World War II and
in the early Korean War period. Since mid-
1955, however, increases in industrial prices
have been widespread.
Increases in hourly earnings since early
1951 have been general. Only 3 of the 21
manufacturing groups have risen less than
20 per cent. Important differences among
industries have been associated in part with
differences in the intensity of demands for
the products. The primary metals, chemi-
cals, petroleum refining, and rubber prod-
ucts industries show increases of about 30
per cent in hourly earnings. In textiles and
apparel the increase has been about 10 per
cent. Many nonmanufacturing industries,
including trade, mining, railroads, construe-
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tion, and trucking, also report wage in-
creases of 25 per cent or more. Only a
few of the service industries have lagged
in the general wage advance. Farm wages
increased almost 15 per cent between early
1951 and early 1953 but have remained
virtually stable since then.
Changes in wages have not fully repre-
sented growth in workers' compensation
over the five-year period. Through collec-
tive bargaining, private security and welfare
programs—such as pensions and health
and other insurance—have been extended
rapidly, and last year supplementary unem-
ployment benefits were introduced. Growth
of these deferred benefits has added to the
security of the worker and has further in-
creased his stake in a stable purchasing
power for the dollar. Expansion in such
nonwage benefits, however, makes it difficult
to measure statistically the increases in real
labor income and changes in labor costs.
LABOR FORCE
The labor force, as reported by the Census
Bureau, declined slightly more than season-
ally in early 1956 from the record 70 million
reached in the preceding quarter. Short-
term changes in the labor force are often
irregular and this decline followed an ex-
traordinary addition to the labor force of 2
million workers during 1955, a larger num-
ber than can be accounted for by growth
in the population of working age. The rise
reflected, among other things, the expan-
sive economic situation and increased avail-
ability of suitable jobs at attractive wages.
The proportion of women in the labor
force, especially married women, increased
markedly. Participation rates among teen-
age boys and older men also rose, following
some decline during 1954.
Civilian employment, seasonally adjusted,
has continued close to the record level
reached late last year, and in March was
about 2.5 million higher than a year earlier.
Civilian employment expanded more than
the labor force, and unemployment declined
350,000. The armed forces were about
300,000 below the year-earlier level and, at
2.9 million, were close to the budgeted
strength for fiscal year 1957.
UNEMPLOYMENT
The number of persons actively seeking
work in March totaled 2.8 million, 4 per
cent of the civilian labor force. A year
earlier 3.2 million, 5 per cent of the labor






NOTE.—Bureau of Census data adjusted for seasonal varia-
tion. Latest figure shown is for March 1956.
for seasonal influences, unemployment has
fluctuated within a narrow range since last
summer, as the chart shows. The unem-
ployment rate in the first quarter of 1956
was about the same as the 1947-49 average,
but above the average for 1951-53.
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The decline in unemployment over the
past year has occurred mainly among men
25 to 45 years of age. Among women,
younger men, and men 45 years of age and
older, the number unemployed was little
changed from last year. Those unemployed
for 15 weeks or more numbered 680,000
this March, compared with more than 1
million a year earlier.
The number of persons receiving unem-
ployment benefits dropped sharply during
1955. Since the beginning of this year,
however, the number of insured unemployed
has changed little in contrast with the usual
marked seasonal decline. Layoffs in the
automobile and some other industries ap-
parently have about offset the usual seasonal
expansion of employment in construction
and other activities. At the end of March,
1.5 million persons, slightly fewer than a
year ago, claimed unemployment benefits
under State and other programs.
In March 1956, only 19 of 149 major
labor market areas were classified by the
Bureau of Employment Security as having
substantial labor surpluses, the same num-
ber as in November but fewer than the
43 of a year earlier. There were also 65
small areas similarly classified. The major
areas with a serious unemployment prob-
lem are for the most part those where the
problem is long-standing, such as New Eng-
land textile centers and Pennsylvania coal
mining towns. In some other areas the in-
dustrial base is more diversified, but employ-
ment opportunities are insufficient for a
growing population.
NONAGRICULTURAL EMPLOYMENT
Employment in nonfarm establishments,
seasonally adjusted, as reported by the Bu-
reau of Labor Statistics, increased steadily
from September 1954 to the end of 1955,
and subsequently has changed little. At 50.2
million in March, such employment was
3 per cent higher than a year earlier. Per-
sistent advances in employment in many
nonmanufacturing activities have continued
into this year, as the table shows, but in
manufacturing the rise halted at the end
of 1955.
Manufacturing. From a recession low of
15.7 million in August 1954, manufacturing
employment rose steadily until the spring
of 1955 when the increase accelerated and
broadened. After leveling off during the
summer, employment rose somewhat fur-
ther in the autumn and reached a high of
17 million at the year-end. In the early
months of this year, employment declined
130,000. Employment in March was 610,
EMPLOYEES IN NONAGRICULTURAL
ESTABLISHMENTS
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NOTE.—Bureau of Labor Statistics data adjusted for seasonal varia-
tion. Self-employed and domestic servants are excluded. March
1956 figures are preliminary.
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000 higher than a year earlier and about
the same number below the record level
reached in mid-1953.
Employment in durable goods industries
in March was 5 per cent above a year
earlier, with employment up in all industries
except automobiles and ordnance. The
largest relative gains were in primary metals,
with steel operations at capacity this year,
and in nonelectrical machinery, reflecting
rising outlays for business equipment. To-
gether, these accounted for almost three-
fourths of the increase in total employment
in hard goods industries.
Since the end of 1955 employment in
the automobile and related industries has
declined about 100,000. In contrast, em-
ployment has been maintained or has risen
further in the primary metals, nonelectrical
machinery, stone, clay, and glass, and in-
struments industries.
Nondurable goods employment has
moved in a narrow range in the past five
years, reaching a high of 7.2 million in
mid-1953 and a low of 6.8 million in July
of 1954. In March nondurable employ-
ment was up 2.5 per cent from a year earlier
and was about the same as in December
1955. Employment has risen fairly steadily
in the printing, chemicals, and food indus-
tries. Moderate declines have occurred in
recent months in textiles, apparel, leather,
and rubber products. Only in textiles and
tobacco products was employment in March
lower than a year earlier.
Average weekly hours of work in manu-
facturing responded somewhat earlier than
employment to the upturn in economic ac-
tivity in 1954. The average increased from
the spring of 1954 to late 1955, when it
was about as high as at any time in the
postwar period. Subsequently the work-





NOTE.—Bureau of Labor Statistics data adjusted for seasonal
variation by Federal Reserve. Latest figure shown is for March
1956 (preliminary).
week declined, as may be seen on the chart.
In March, overtime was reported in most
activities but, at 40.3 hours, the workweek
was slightly below the year-earlier level.
In durable goods lines the average work-
week in March was 40.8 hours, with most
industries continuing to work more than
40 hours a week. In the automobile in-
dustry the average workweek declined from
a peak of 44 hours in November to less than
40 in March. Declines occurred also in
furniture, fabricated metals, and electrical
machinery. In nondurable goods industries,
the average workweek in March was 39.5
hours, and most industries reported declines
from late 1955. Reductions were largest
in rubber, leather, textiles, and apparel.
Nonmanufacturing. At 33.4 million per-
sons in March, nonmanufacturing employ-
ment was 2.5 per cent above a year earlier.
In State and local government, communica-
tions, and service and finance, employment
has continued to rise steadily, and in March
was at record levels. In trade March em-
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ployment was slightly below the level
reached at the end of 1955.
In other nonmanufacturing activities,
where postwar trends have been diverse,
employment has changed little this year.
In the mining and railroad industries, which
have shown declining trends, employment
picked up cyclically in 1955 but is well be-
low the earlier highs. Construction em-
ployment has continued at advanced levels.
Federal civilian government employment
has been relatively stable since 1953 when
it declined 9 per cent; total government
employment, however, was at a record level
in March.
TRENDS IN THE LABOR MARKET
Manpower generally has been utilized at
a high rate in the postwar period. Un-
employment amounted to about 4 per cent
of the labor force both, in early 1947 and
in early 1956, and in no intervening year
averaged more than 5.5 per cent. From
1947 to early 1956, civilian employment
rose 7.5 million persons. In manufactur-
ing industries, production worker output per
manhour is estimated to have advanced 3.0
to 3.5 per cent annually during the period
1947-53 and 5 per cent a year in the follow-
ing two years.
Within this framework of rising produc-
tivity and employment, there have been sig-
nificant changes in the structure of the labor
force, some of which represent a continua-
tion of prewar trends. Four of these basic
changes, shown in the chart, are: the grow-
ing importance of women in the labor
market; the more rapid expansion of em-
ployment opportunities in services and gov-
ernment than in industrial activities; a more
rapid growth in the number of salaried
workers in manufacturing industries than
in the number of production workers; and
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For note, see following page.
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a decline in the number employed on farms.
The labor force, including the armed
forces, increased by 8.5 million from early
1947 to early 1956. The ratio of the labor
force to the working age population rose
from 56 to 58 per cent, representing an in-
crease in the proportion of working women,
especially those over 35 years of age. The
ratio of the women in the labor force to
those of working age increased from 29 per
cent in 1947 to 35 per cent in early 1956;
the proportion of men in the labor force
declined slightly.
Increased mechanization and produc-
tivity, rapid growth in population, high in-
comes, and more leisure have had a marked
influence on employment opportunities.
Employees in service and government ac-
tivities exceeded those in the industrial sec-
tor (as defined in the note to the chart)
by about 1 million in 1947 and 4.5 million
in early 1956.
Productivity gains in manufacturing have
been striking among production workers.
In early 1956 production worker employ-
ment was up only 4 per cent from 1947.
At the same time the number of salaried
workers, at a record level, was up more than
40 per cent. This was about the same rise
NOTE to chart on preceding page:
Bureau of Census data for total labor force and all employ-
ment; Bureau of Labor Statistics data for nonagricultural and
manufacturing employment. Industrial includes manufacturing,
mining, railroads, and construction; government and service
include government, service, trade, finance, and public utilities.
Annual averages except for 1956, which are first quarter aver-
ages seasonally adjusted.
as for manufacturing output. Salaried em-
ployees currently account for 21 per cent
of all manufacturing workers compared with
16 per cent in 1947.
Within manufacturing, however, changes
in employment have varied widely among
industries. Total employment in durable
goods activities has risen 16 per cent since
1947, but little increase has occurred in the
number in nondurable goods industries.
Employment in the transportation equip-
ment industry rose about 50 per cent from
1947 to 1956 and in electrical machinery
25 per cent, while in tobacco, textiles,
leather, and lumber there are now fewer
workers than in 1947.
Another postwar development is resump-
tion of the long-term decline in average
weekly hours, which had been interrupted
by World War II. On farms the workweek
averaged 47.7 hours in 1955, 3 hours less
than in 1947. The workweek in nonfarm
industries declined about 1.5 hours, to 40.9
hours, largely because of reductions toward
the standard 40 hours in the railroad, serv-
ice and trade industries, which had long
workweeks at the end of World War II.
In manufacturing industries, however, the
workweek has shown a horizontal trend with
fluctuations reflecting mainly changes in the
pace of business activity. The average
workweek has ranged from about 39 to 41
hours and in early 1956 was about as long
as in 1947.
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